Due to its widespread circulation, influence and intellectual authority, the 'Supplement' written by Engels in 1895 for Volume iii of Capital is without a doubt the most significant text analysing the functioning of the theory of value.1
In his polemic with Werner Sombart and Conrad Schmidt, who had expressed objections to the historical and analytical centrality of the law of value, Engels developed the problem that came to be known as the 'historic' transformation of values into prices of production. In defence of the Marxian law, he held that labour time as the sole regulator of the exchanges had been valid throughout the whole period of commodity production, from its remotest origins up to the emergence of the developed forms of capitalist production. The sheer simplicity of the productive operations and the consequent transparency of the labour time employed, coupled with haggling -a common practice in non-developed markets -would have allowed for the direct commensurability of different concrete labours as well as the close adaptation between values and prices. Engels's position has an epistemological root, which he had put forward many years before when he stated that the logical development of the economic categories is 'nothing but the historical method, only stripped of the historical form and diverting chance occurrences' .2 Therefore, since political economy begins with the study of the commodity, and consequently with the law of value, Engels considered that this law was the first and simplest relationship existing in history, a methodological discussion that will be addressed later on.
It is not difficult to find a similar idea in the work of Marx. Strictly speaking, all Engels did in his 'Supplement' was to develop the logical possibilities contained in a brief statement by Marx.3 For value to govern the exchanges, Marx posits succinctly that: nothing more is necessary than 1) for the exchange of the various commodities to cease being purely accidental or only occasional; 2) so far as direct exchange of commodities is concerned, for these commodit-1 Engels 1966, esp. pp. 895 ff. 2 Engels 1971a, p. 225. Another reference to the parallelism between the logical and historical development in his 'Preface' of 1894 to Volume iii of Capital (Marx 1966, p. 14) . 3 Marx states that 'it is quite appropriate to regard the values of commodities as not only theoretically but also historically prius to the price of production' (Marx 1966, p. 177) .
